McCann's novel further explores questions of cultural memory through a process of omission. For the novel does not mention the events of September 11th, 2001 until its final chapter, set in 2006, when it links Philippe Petit's 'small scrap of history' to the 'larger one' of the as-yet-unnamed terrorist attacks of September 11th (McCann 2009: 325) . This glancing mention is the novel's only reference to September 11th, which never explicitly appears in its pages. As such, while that event is essential to the novel, it stands outside of it, annexed beyond the page. The destruction of the World Trade Center in 2001 is held apart in the novel, caught between a past (1974) that appears to fully anticipate it and a future (2006) in which it has already been overshadowed by the U.S.-led ground wars in Afghanistan and Iraq (both of which are named in the novel's final section).
1 Nevertheless, the attack on the
World Trade Center occupies a central place in McCann's novel and is the event through
which-and towards which-its multiple narratives must travel. 2 Therefore, while Let the Great World Spin is not a novel about September 11th, it is undoubtedly a novel of September 11th, and it is that relationship I shall examine in this chapter, paying particular attention to the themes outlined above and to the novel's representations of the visual arts and performance. I argue that it is through its representations of art that the novel makes its most important interventions in the literary representations of the events of September 11th, 2001
and their aftermath. Through its representations of wire walking, photography, painting and literature, Let the Great World Spin meditates on the capacity of art to confront death.
B 'The Art is the Thing Itself': Performance and Death
The novel represents Philippe Petit's wire walk between the north and south towers of the unfinished World Trade Center in two primary ways: firstly, in three short intersections, none more than eight pages in length, which bookend and divide the first two of the novel's four sections (which are called books) and, secondly, as a subject of discussion and of thought for a number of the novel's main characters. Each of the novel's primary fictional protagonists is affected by Petit's wire walk in some way and a number of them are brought together by the event. In the three intersections, which are told in the third person, Petit is the primary protagonist. He is never named in the novel, however, and is referred to as 'he' throughout.
The first intersection, which opens the novel, describes the moments leading up to the instance when Petit steps onto the wire at the beginning of his performance on the morning of August 7th, 1974. It is narrated in the third person from the perspective of the crowd of onlookers who witness the event first hand. The second intersection divides the novel's first and second books and appears almost at the exact centre of the novel. It describes Petit training for the walk and ends, like the first, at the moment when he steps out onto the wire.
The third and final intersection, which comes at the end of the second book, describes Petit's life in New York before the walk and then gives the fullest description of the walk itself, concluding with its culmination as Petit is taken away from the scene in a police car. In their entirety, the three intersections (which total slightly fewer than twenty pages) give a relatively full account of Petit's wire walk, its preparation and planning, and present Petit himself to the reader as a fully-fleshed out character with his own motivations and desires. As such, Petit's wire walk is more than just the node through which all of the other characters in the novel intersect; it is foundational to the novel's meaning and is the source of many of its thematic preoccupations: art and death, spectacle and war, humanity and memory. 'naked delineation,' however, is produced precisely because of the proximity to death and gains its power from it. 'The art,' Auster suggests, 'is the thing itself.' By this he means that the raw reality of the proximity of the artist to death is so apparent that it 'requires no explanation;' its meaning is there for all to see (Auster 1995: 91-92) . If this is the case, Petit's wire walk is a work of art with no reference outside of itself; it is both unmediated and unmediating, speaking to nothing beside itself. And, in McCann's novel, Petit's performance is always represented in relationship to death and forms a significant part of the novel's meaning-making apparatus.
In addition to its representation in the novel's intersections, Petit's wire walk also appears within the bodies of the majority of the novel's ten primary chapters. None of them had yet made sense of the line strung at his feet from one tower to the other. Rather, it was the man-shape that held them there, their necks craned, torn between the promise of doom and the disappointment of the ordinary.
It was the dilemma of the watchers: they did not want to wait around for nothing at all, some idiot standing on the precipice of the towers, but they didn't want to miss the moment either, if he slipped, or got arrested, or dove, arms stretched.
(McCann 2009: 3)
What brings the watchers, who become a group as the event unfolds, together is the anticipation of something out of the ordinary, triumph or tragedy, either of which would suffice. The potential for death is made concrete twice in the opening pages through the use of two symbolic portents. In the first instance, the crowd watches as 'a single pigeon swooped down from the top floor of the Federal Office Building, as if anticipating the fall' (McCann 2009: 5) . In the second, a few pages later, the crowd's desire for spectacle is seemingly fulfilled as a sweatshirt accidentally dropped by Petit is mistaken for a falling body:
Way above there was a movement. In the dark clothing his every twitch counted. He folded over, a half-thing, bent, as if examining his shoes, a pencil mark, most of which had been erased. The posture of a diver. And then they saw it. The watchers stood, silent. Even those who had wanted the man to jump felt the air knocked out. They drew back and moaned.
A body was sailing out into the middle of the air.
He was gone. He'd done it. Some blessed themselves. Closed their eyes.
Waited for the thump. The body twirled and caught and flipped, thrown around by the wind.
Then a shout sounded across the watchers, a woman's voice: God oh God, it's a shirt, it's just a shirt. (McCann 2009: 7) It is at this moment that Petit steps out from the edge of the building and begins his spectacular walk, only for the narrative to be interrupted, put on hold for another ninety pages when it returns within one of the novel's main narrative sections (discussed above) and then, another fifty pages later, in the second of the novel's three intersections. By twice halting the narrative at the moment when Petit steps out onto the wire, McCann both elevates the actby keeping the reader in a heightened state of expectation-and places it in an altered temporal state, always imminent, never quite fulfilled. 4 This doubled move gives these descriptions a powerful narrative force by reorienting the event in its relationship to the other strands of the novel's plot. 
B 'One Small Scrap of History': Photography and the Fall
While the novel celebrates Petit's accomplishment in its own right, it also positions it as a portent of the ultimate fate of the twin towers some thirty years later, thereby yoking it to another spectacular act, the meaning of which lies in its relationship to death. In the first chapter of the novel's second book, entitled 'Tag,' a young would-be street photographer, Fernando, has been riding the gap between two subway cars on his way to work downtown.
Hoping to capture some underground tagging on film, Fernando sees a group of cops running down along the platform of a downtown subway station. 'Someone's gone and bought it' Petit but also, in its upper-left-hand corner, a small commercial airliner, which, as it is put later on in the novel, seems to be disappearing 'into the edge of the building' (McCann 2009: 325) . The building is, of course, the south tower of the World Trade Center into which, thirty years later, another airplane actually would 'disappear.' While the photograph used here is a real-world artefact that was taken by the photographer Vic DeLuca, it is credited in the novel to the fictional character, Fernando (in the form of a copyright attribution given below the reproduction of the photograph). One of only a relatively small number of photographs that remain of Petit's walk, the image not only offers a visual record of Petit's feat but also conjures the spectre of September 11th that haunts the novel. 6 The photograph is doubly interesting then in that, while it is a real-world artefact inserted into the novel, it is credited to a fictional character. As such, it brings the real world into the fictional realm of the novel in a striking and powerful way. There is, in such claims, a question of sufficiency. It is in such concerns that novels like McCann's find themselves and that explain, in part, the turn to the visual record that is so common in post-September 11th fiction. As an ostensibly unimpeachable representation of the real, the photograph shores up linguistic description. In McCann's novel, however, the facticity of the photograph is troubled by its direct attribution to a fictional character. The significance of this blurring of the photograph's representational limits is highlighted by
McCann's decision not to represent Fernando either witnessing or taking photographs of Petit but to make that fact apparent to the reader sixty pages after Fernando is presented as a character within the narrative; and only through the inclusion of the photograph. It is important, moreover, that the photograph is placed outside the narrative, interstitially, and sandwiched between the end of one of the novel's books and another-itself interstitialsection (Petit's narrative), only to be described in the narrative proper some ninety pages later. The photograph is attributed to a character but has not yet appeared as a described object in the body of the novel; while it is itself a representational object, it is not yet an object of representation. As such, it floats free, not yet moored definitively to either its textual or paratextual references.
When the photograph does appear in the narrative itself, it is as a possession-a photograph owned by another character. In its representation in the final section of the novel, the photograph is no longer merely a visual representation of a historical event but has become a family heirloom and a nostalgic reminder of a prior time. As such, the photograph ties together the novel's twinned concerns with national memory and personal loss, yet remains neither entirely fact nor fiction. It inhabits, moreover, an equally uncertain temporality. When reproduced as a photograph, it is unmoored from any direct referentiality.
The reader is given no context for it and, as such, has no way of positioning it in time. Does it refer to the chapter about Fernando? Or foreshadow the intersection about Petit that follows it? Is it a pictorial representation of the copy of the photograph that appears as an object at the end of the novel? None of this is entirely clear; the photograph is all of these things and none of them at the same time. That the photograph also references the events of September 11th only strengthens its power. It is a temporally unstable object with multiple reference points, not all of them available to the reader at the place in which it is included in the novel.
As such, it is also important that the description of the photograph that opens the final chapter of the novel, which is set in 2006, places Petit in the present tense. 'She often wonders what it is that holds the man so high in the air' (McCann 2009: 325) , the chapter begins. The 'she' in this sentence is Jaslyn Henderson, the daughter of one of the novel's other characters, an African-American prostitute who dies in a car accident on the day of Petit's wire walk. Raised with her sister by Gloria (one of the grieving Vietnam mothers and the protagonist of the novel's penultimate section), Jaslyn attended college at Yale and now works for a small foundation that provides tax preparation assistance for people displaced by hurricanes Katrina and Rita. When the photograph enters the narrative at this point, it is as a personal possession, found by Jaslyn at a San Francisco garage sale some years before and kept as a reminder of her mother. There is an important progression to be charted here: from fictional photographer to reproduced photograph (attributed to the fictional photographer) to representation of that photograph within the novel's narrative. The photograph is not attributed to Fernando here and, as such, its fictional taker-or his real counterpart, for that matter-drops away and it is the photograph itself that becomes important. 8 Moreover, the photograph reminds Jaslyn of her mother despite the fact that it is a representation of an event related to her death only by the coincidence of time. For Jaslyn, the photograph is a representation of a thing that it does not represent. But, as I have already suggested, it is also this for the events of September 11th, 2001 and, as such, the photograph is a referential object for an event that does not take place until a quarter of a century after it was taken.
While it is presented in these pages as a personal memento, the photograph provides The relationship between art and the world that features so strongly in the novel's representation of the visual arts is also a prominent feature of its representations of Petit. In one example, which is discussed twice in the novel, the effect of the newly built World Trade
Center towers on the migratory patterns of birds is described. These moments are worth quoting in full because they are an important part of the novel's meaning-making apparatus, serving, as they do, to bring together a number of its central concerns. In the first instance, Claire ruminates on the negative effect that Marcia's description of Petit's walk has on her:
This walking man, she can't shake him. The bubble of discontent in her mind.
She is being ungenerous, she knows, but she just can't get rid of it. What if he hits Claire to 'pick up all the feathers' she will need to learn how to see things differently, to see
the value in what Petit has done and not the risk. Petit's act serves as a spur to Claire's overcoming grief; as such, it is redemptive.
In the second instance in which the plight of migratory birds is discussed, it is Petit himself who is given cause to think about the relationship between the birds and his own actions:
He was checking the perimeter of the south tower one dawn, marking out the schedules of delivery trucks, when he saw a woman in a green jumpsuit, bent down as if tying her shoelaces, over and over again, around the base of the towers. Little bursts of feathers came from the woman's hands. She was putting the dead birds in little ziploc bags. White-throated sparrows mostly, some songbirds too. They migrated late at night, when the air currents were calmest. Dazzled by the building lights, they crashed into the glass, or flew endlessly around the towers until exhaustion got them, their natural navigational abilities stunned. She handed him a feather from a blackthroated warbler, and when he left the city again he brought it to the meadow and tacked that too just inside the cabin wall. Another reminder. (McCann 2009: 162) As with Claire's ruminations, there is a clear link being drawn here between Petit's wire walk, death, and the unanticipated. For Petit, the black feather also serves as a reminder of the danger that he faces, that death-his own-is one possible outcome of his actions. For the reader, who is encountering the story of the birds for the second time, a strong link is being formed between the World Trade Center towers and death-one that encompasses but also which is also the novel's first line). It also provides the title for the novel's final chapter, 'Roaring Seaward, and I Go.' With the exception of the last, these titles both are taken from a single line in Tennyson's poem, 'Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change' (Tennyson 2006: 192) . As such, it would be prudent not to make too much of them. However, they do suggest-as does the poem more broadly-themes that are central to the novel, most particularly the relationship between history and personal memory.
Consisting of ninety-seven rhyming couplets, 'Locksley Hall' is a first-person account in which a young soldier travelling with a group of comrades is given the opportunity to reflect on his life when the men pass nearby Locksley Hall, the place where he spent part of his childhood. Born in 'the Orient,' the young man (who claims not to have known his mother) was orphaned as a boy after his father was killed in battle. Taken in by his 'selfish uncle,' the youth falls in love with his cousin, Amy. Rebuffed, he escapes by joining the army. The poem describes the experiences of childhood and youth from the perspective of increased, if still youthful, experience. Railing against the travails of his young life, the protagonist fantasizes about returning to the 'Orient' and fathering a new race of 'ironjointed' and 'supple-sinewed' sons. By poem's end, however, he has retreated from this dream and is content to side with the progress of European civilization over the atavistic paradise of the East. It is at this point that the line from which McCann's novel gets its title appears, followed by the lines, 'Thro' the shadow of the globe we sweep into the younger day; / Better fifty years of Europe than one cycle of Cathay' (Tennyson 2006: 192 This 'act of grace' is the decision of Gloria, one of the Vietnam mothers, to adopt Jaslyn and her sister. While the novel does not make it explicit, it does suggest that Claire-who is with Gloria when she sees the young girls being led away by social workers and decides to intervene-provides financial support throughout the girls' childhoods (and may, in fact, have funded Jaslyn's studies at Yale). In any case, she is certainly bonded with Gloria at this moment and is a significant figure in the girls' childhoods, coming to visit 'in a chauffeured a bringing together of different lives in order to assert their common humanity, an attempt to find grace in discord, the solace to be found in desolation. And it is in art-the performance, the photograph, the painting, and the novel alike-that Let the Great World Spin finds that ability. In spite of the misery and death contained within its pages-and the horrific central event it need not name-the novel is an attempt to move the reader away from the anticipation of the fall and towards the celebration of life. In this regard, it is important to note that in McCann's novel the simultaneous attack on the Pentagon and the hijacking and crash of United 93 have-as they do in the broader public memory and most other fictional accounts-dropped out of the picture. The spectacular nature of the attack on the World Trade Center, and the extraordinary visual archive we have of 'the most photographed day in history' (Tom Junod, 'The Falling Man,' Esquire, September 2003), have ensured that the World Trade Center and September 11th are synonymous for many people.
